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ROSEMARY MELVILLE

The Newcastle That Henry Lawson
Knew
In 1884, Henry Lawson left Sydney by steamship for Newcastle, a sea
port and coal-mining centre sixty nautical miles to the north. An
apprentice coach painter employed by the Hudson Brothers, railway
rolling stock manufacturers of Sydney, Lawson was to spend some
months working at the firm's Wickham branch at the western end of
the port of Newcastle. This experience brought the young writer into
an environment unique in Australia, for Newcastle was an odd mix of
coal-miners, railway men, wharf labourers, soap makers, brewery hands
and coach-builders. That Lawson lived and worked in this environment
at a formative stage of his life might have much altered him, but the
effect on his published work was to be uneven. Clearly influenced by
his close contact with the sea, his work shows few signs of the other
lessons to be learned in Newcastle in the early 1880s.
After Lawson's parents parted in 1883, he worked with his father on
small building contracts in country towns. However, his mother became
concerned that he was drifting into poor company, so Henry was
brought to Sydney and apprenticed as a coach-painter to Hudson
Brothers.• He worked so 'hard and well' that his initial wage of twentyfive shillings a week was soon increased to thirty shillings, a welcome
addition to the family's meagre income.2
This apprenticeship committed Lawson to several years in the paint
shops of one of the largest manufacturing firms in New South Wales.
In Sydney and at Newcastle the Hudsons built a wide range of rolling
stock for the railways of the colony. Hundreds of carriages, mail vans,
prison vans, hearses, powder vans, covered vans and brake vans were
produced by a large workforce using modem, labour-saving equipment.
Visitors to the Newcastle plant wondered at the steam hammer, the
iron-working machine tools and the various stem saws used to cut out
wooden carriage sections: 'From the steam bellows that feed twenty five
fires, to the apparatus for lifting up the top of a carriage, all are
marvels of ingenuity' .3
Lawson, like his fellow apprentices, belonged to the lowest level of
the labouring hierarchy and much of his time was spent in preparing
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timber sections of the rolling stock for painting. Rubbing down required
long hours of monotonous and physically tiring labour before more
experienced painters applied the final coats and decorative flourishes.
This task left Lawson with painful memories of 'the blood coming from
my finger ends and trickling over the pumice stone' (H.L. p. 51). His
ordeal was worsened by the tormenting 'Hudson Brothers larrikins'
who, sensing his introverted nature and inferiority complex, made his
life miserable. Although he claimed he 'was not tortured to an
unendurable extent', Lawson thereafter carried with him a compassion
for 'the poor, pale, delicate victim and butt of brutal ignorance' (H.L.
p . 51).
Lawson appears to have been apprenticed to Hudson Brothers,
although he worked under the direction of the Messrs. Clarke and
Dean, who carried out the painting of the firm's rolling stock, as subcontractors. It was to please them that Lawson reluctantly agreed to the
move to Newcastle, a transfer which would not have been made, 'if I
had not been so soft and willing' (H.L. p. 56).
Transport between Sydney and Newcastle was of necessity by sea, as
a rail link had not yet been forged . Sailing was a new experience for
seventeen-year-old Lawson, and he later recalled that 'as the steamer
rose to the swell outside the heads, I drew a breath as deep as the sea
itself (H.L. p. 57). There is no record of young Henry's first impression
of Newcastle, but as he passed Nobby's lighthouse to enter the estuary
of the Hunter River, he saw what an earlier visitor had described as:
a strange, straggling, out-of-the-way, undescribable English Australian watering
place, colliery village, oasis of greenness, Sahara-of-sand kind of place ... the
whole town appears to have woke up in fright ... and to have no definite ideas
of a rendezvous whereat to rally. Houses seemed to be running into the country
in dismay.

Introduced by Clarke, of Clarke and Dean, to Smith, the foreman
painter, the 'very green and very soft' Lawson had little chance of
evading Smith's invitation to become his boarder in the cottage he
occupied beside Hudson Brothers' plant at Wickham: 'This foreman half
hurried, half bluffed me into boarding and lodging at his weatherboard
humpy, where his missus always managed to get a skimpy, half cooked
breakfast on the table a few minutes before the work-shop bell went'
(H.L. p. 56). Years later, Lawson took his vengeance on Smith, whom
he savagely condemned as:
a cur of the poodle species, a little man, with a tremendous opm10n of his
'position', a set speech for every new hand containing cant about his employers,
and very big feet that went straight ahead, or turned clumsily at rights angles
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into pubs on Saturday nights. He had never been anything but a brush hand,
and had never bossed a man - or even a crawler - before (H.L. p. 55).

Despite his low opinion of the foreman, Lawson wrote of the painting
contractors: 'If Clarke or Dean ever read this book I want them to
know that I have kindly recollections of them. Especially of Mr. Clarke,
who was my immediate boss' (H.L. p. 57). Hudson Brothers also earned
his regard as employers and patriots: '[they] were not Grinders ... Their
work was Australian. They imported the best mechanics they could get,
treated and paid them well .... Their work for Australia deserved to be
looked up a bit and credited to them' (H.L. p. 53).
Hudson's plant, one of the largest factories in Newcastle, employed
almost 200 people and was established on three and a half acres containing seven large buildings linked together by an east-west roadway
consisting of wooden paving cubes. In a description of the layout of the
works, a contemporary journalist identified the principal buildings as
the mill, fitting shop, blacksmith's shop, carriage shop, stables, store and
the paint shop where Lawson worked:
The paint shop which is set apart for varnishing and polishing, and upholstering,
is a rectangular building, 100ft. long x 30ft. wide. At our visit one end of the
central rail-line was occupied by a railway carriage. This [the shop) is 8ft. 6in.
wide, and, when the doors on both sides are thrown wide open, there is still
ample room to allow the painters to arrange their trestles and other appliances
without cramping their movements when at work. On one side of the carriage
the grainer stood at work on the outside cedar panels of a door, on the other,
another artistic workman was writing the number and designation of the compartment. 'Second Class', shading the gold lettering with vermillion, lake, white
and black.'

Here, the homesick Lawson spent up to six days a week performing
mechanical tasks while despairing about his want of education: 'I
fretted, chafed and nearly worried my soul case out about "wasted
time'" (H.L. p. 53). The alarm clock which heralded the five-o-clock start
to Lawson's working day haunted him years later. 'There were times
when I would have given my soul for another hour's sleep' (H.L.
p. 53), he lamented when reflecting on his years of apprenticeship.
However, his obsession for 'something better something higher' (H.L.
p. 52) was undiminished. Unfortunately, educational opportunities for
seventeen year old apprentices were very limited in Newcastle, a city
of 30,000 people, and Lawson could do little except read. During the
months spent there he 'haunted the School of Arts, still with an idea
of learning before it was too late. I felt that I must take up some
branch of study or other, and it seemed getting too late fast' (H.L.
p. 55). The Newcastle School of Arts offered music and literary
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entertainment, a circulating library, and a reading room equipped with
a reference library and periodicals of the day.5 A Mechanics' Institute
had also been established at Wickham, and Lawson would have been
a frequent visitor to both institutions.
Miserably homesick, Lawson sought refuge in solitude and often
walked along the wharves, where some of the world's most famous
ships, including the 'Cutty Sark', awaited coal cargoes. As Bertha,
Henry's wife, was to recall, 'Harry's favourite pastime was to walk
along the river bank or out to Nobby's lighthouse to watch the ships'.6
The busHing harbour foreshores which attracted the lonely young lad
offered a tantalising dream of adventure and escape from 'all those
weary and unspeakably dark and dreary years of trouble, toil and longing for the world, and fearful, exquisite shyness of the world, of humiliation and heartbreak' (H.L. p. 57). His wife later reflected, perhaps with
some bitterness, that she often thought 'it was the sight of that
crowded, busy harbour and seeing the ships sailing, that aroused his
wanderer's blood, and set him a-roving as he did later on'?
However, amidst the spectacle and activity of the port, Lawson
became aware of a darker aspect of the seafaring world, where 'the
poverty of the workers, the terrible privations of seamen, and the way
in which they were shanghaied on board the ships impressed his mind
and depressed his soul'. 8
Lawson's period in Newcastle was merely one part of his apprenticeship as a painter but it gave him the opportunity to observe an unusual community at an interesting stage of its development. The general
prosperity of the Australian colonies in the early 1880s and the cartel
then operated by the leading colliery proprietors ensured that mining
was very profitable and wage rates were high. Unionism was also
flourishing and there was a degree of optimism about Australian society
that would soon be dissipated by the great strikes of 1888 and 1890 and
by the severe depression which followed. Yet Lawson shows little sign
in his published work of having lived through such a hopeful period.
The creative works which reflect his years as an apprentice, such as
'Arvie Aspinall', 'Visit of Condolence', 'Two Boys at Grinder Brothers'
and 'Jones's Alley', focus on themes of hardship and exploitation.
Of course there were individual cases of poverty and hardship in the
Newcastle of 1884 but the miners, who worked within a mile of
Lawson's home, often earned over ten shillings a day, and the smelting
operatives up the river at Port Waratah received ten shillings every
working day. This was double the wages of Lawson, who was also
obliged to help support the family home in Sydney: 'I sent home every
penny I had', he wrote, 'but was soon wanted at home, or my board
money perhaps' (H.L. p. 56).
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It is unfortunate that there is so little documentary evidence from this
phase of Lawson's life and that his autobiography is so fragmentary. It
would seem, however, that the personal problems he encountered as he
grew from bush boy to urban man were so severe that they closed his
mind to the more positive aspects of the lives of his fellow workers at
Hudson Brothers. Poor, partially deaf, extremely sensitive, homesick and
'haunted by the dread of "growing up to be a man"' (H.L. p. 13), it is
no·wonder that he looked back on this period of his life with anguish.

My thanks to Dr. John Turner of the History Department, The University of
Newcastle, for his assistance in preparing this article and to jack Sullivan, of 72 Bar
Beach Avenue, Bar Beach, N.S.W., 2300, Australia, who prepared the photographs.
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'I worked at Hudson Bros.' branch work-shops at Wickham, Newcastle.'
Henry Lawson, A fragment of Autobiography.
Hudson Brothers' Works.
(Snowball Collection, Newcastle Region Public Library Collection)
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Typical worker's house, Wickham.
(Fred Gregory Collection)
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'I haunted the School of Arts, still with an idea of learning before it was too late.'
Henry Lawson, A Fragment of Autobiography.
Wickham Mechanics' Institute.
Oack Sullivan Collection)
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'Harry's favourite pastime was to walk along the river bank or out to Nobby's
lighthouse to watch the ships.'
Bertha Lawson, My Henry U!wson.
Newcastle Harbour.
(Newcastle Region Public Library Collection)
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'I often think that it was the sight of that crowded, busy harbour and seeing the
ships sailing, that aroused his wanderer's blood, and set him a-roving as he did
later on.'
Bertha Lawson, My Henry Lawson.
The port of Newcastle.
(Newcastle Region Public Library Collection)
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The foreshores at Newcastle, adjacent to Hudson Brothers' works.
(Newcastle Region Public Library Collection)
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'Every day ships sailed and others came in. Mainly they took the coal to South
America - Callao and Valparaiso. Steamers, both coastal and deep-sea ships, called
too, to get bunker coal.'
Bertha Lawson, My Henry Lilwson.
Southern breakwater, Newcastle.
(Newcastle Region Public Library Collection)
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The Bank Corner, Wickham, shortly after Lawson's period in Newcastle.
(Newcastle Region Public Library Collection)
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-fouse on the Hill, Newcastle.

Street in Cooks Hill, Newcastle.

Jewcastle East Public School and the Shot Tower.

Nobby's.

